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Mount Athos i s  loca ted  a t o p  a  s t e e p  r i d g e  i n  Campbell County overlooking t h ~  
r i c h  bottom lands  i n  a  wide bend of the  James River. The r i d g e  r i s e s  about 
400 f e e t  above t h e  r i v e r  and from it  can be obta ined  panoramic views of  t h e  
Blue Ridge Mountains i n  t h e  d i s t a n t  no r th  and west,  a s  we l l  as  t h e  seven 
h i l l s  of  Lynchburg s e v e r a l  mi les  west. O r i g i n a l l y  c l e a r e d  f o r  farming, t h e  
top of  t h e  r idge  was allowed to  grow i n t o  timber i n  t h e  present  century.  
The timber was cu t  about a  decade ago, and the  r idge  i s  now covered by an 
unsupervised growth of  unde.rbrush and young t r e e s  o f  va r ious  v a r i e t i e s .  T ~ I  
house r u i n s  a r e  loca ted  a t  t h e  most prominent po.int of  t h e  r i d g e ' s  middle. 
The ground around them i s  covered by a  t h i c k  b lanket  o f  per iwinkle ,  and 
s e v e r a l  remaining t r e e  boxwoods and t e r r a c e s  s lop ing  away from t h e  r u i n s  
i n d i c a t e  former ex tens ive  gardens. 

The ru ins  c o n s i s t  o f  rubble  sandstone w a l l s ,  approximately f i f t e e n - f e e t  higl 
i n  va r i co lo red  shades of tan .  The wa l l s  a r e  about two-feet t h i c k  throughour 
and except  f o r  a  r e l a t i v e l y  r ecen t  cave-in a t  t h e  sou theas t e rn  co rne r ,  they  
have d e t e r i o r a t e d  s u r p r i s i n g l y  l i t t l e  s i n c e  t h e  house burned n e a r l y  a  hun- 
dred yea r s  ago. The house 's  o u t s i d e  dimensions a r e  approximately 44' x 54'  
An e a r l y  drawing made b e f o r e  t h e  f i r e  shows t h a t  i t  had one s t o r y  on a  h igh  
basement and was covered by a  hipped roof .  The drawing a l s o  shoved a t e t r a .  
s t y l e  pedimented po r t i co  (probably wi th  wodden columns) on t h e  house 's  nor t l  
west f r o n t .  From t h e  r u i n s  i t  is evident  t h a t  t h e  f i r s t - f l o o r  p lan  con- 
s i s t e d  of  s i x  rooms wi th  a  c e n t r a l  passage and a f i r e p l a c e  i n  each room. 
The s t r u c t u r e ' s  most d i s t i n c t i v e  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  f e a t u r e  is t h e  octagonal-  
ended p r o j e c t i o n  a t  each corner  of  t h e  house ' s  sou theas t e rn  end. The rooms 
l i g h t e d  by t h e s e  p ro jec t ions  were each heated by a  chimney loca ted  i n  t h e  
sou theas t e rn  wa l l ,  l eav ing  no room f o r  windows on t h a t  end of t h e  house. 
J o i s t  ho le s  i n  t h a t  end wa l l  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e  centered  door t h e r e  was 
reached by a  s imple wooden porch and s t a i r .  The remaining rooms were heatel 
by two i n t e r i o r  chimneys l o c a t e d  on a  l a t e r a l  wal l .  These chimneys s t i l l  
s t and  about 25' high  and a r e  i n  a  f a i r l y  good s t a t e  of p re se rva t ion .  Ves- 
t i g e s  of  p l a s t e r  remain on some por t ions  of t h e  wa l l s  and inden ta t ions  f o r  
she lv ing  can be  seen i n  t h e    laster i n  one a rea .  The o t h e r  po r t ions  of t h e  
wa l l s  have an e igh t - inch  ledge t o  c a r r y  t h e  f i r s t - f l o o r  j o i s t s .  Some un- 
supervised excavat ions  have taken p lace  i n  c e r t a i n  a r e a s  of t h e  r u i n s ,  bu t  
most of t h e  a rchaeo log ica l  evidence appears undisturbed.  

Near t h e  house ' s  southwest s i d e  i s  a  l a r g e  r a i s e d  c i s t e r n ;  a  second c i s t e r n ,  
poss ib ly  an icehouse,  i s  s i t u a t e d  somewhat f a r t h e r  from t h e  house t o  t h e  
sou theas t .  Both of  t h e s e  l a r g e  r ec t angu la r  holes  a r e  q u i t e  deep and have 
t h i c k  s tone  l i n i n g s .  A s tone  chimney about 200 yards from t h e  house 's  r e a r  
and another  t o  t h e  southwest conta in ing  f i r s t -  ndsecond-s to ry  hea r ths  a r e  a  
a l l  t h a t  remain of two s u b s t a n t i a l  outbui ld ings ;  one of which was probably 
the  schoolhouse r e f e r r e d  to  i n  e a r l y  correspondence r e l a t l n g  t o  t h e  property 
The graveyard o f  the Robertson family,  enclosed by an ante-bellurn c a s t - i r o n  
fence,  i s  e a s t  of t h e  house. Lcs s tones  have e i t h e r  been removed o r  a r e  
covered by a  t h i c k  growth. 'Ihe Lewis grave,  o r i g i n a l l y  a  b r i c k  v a u l t  
covered by a  l a r g e  marble s l a b  which has  s incc  been reilioved, l i e s  about a  
q u a r t ~ % r  m i l e  from the  housr along tlic r i d g e  t o  t h e  n o r t l ~ e ~ i s t .  
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Mount Athos i s  a  h igh ly  p ic turesque  and enigmatic  r u i n  d rama t i ca l ly  s i t e d  
a t o p  a  s t e e p  r i d g e  overlooking t h e  James River.  When completed around 
1800, i t  was one of  t h e  most prominent p l a n t a t i o n  houses i n  t h e  reg ion ,  
and i t s  commanding p o s i t i o n  g a x e i t  an e s p e c i a l l y  monumental c h a r a c t e r .  
The.mountain-top s i t e ,  combined wi th  t h e  house 's  one-story p l an ,  c l a s s i c a l  
p o r t i c o ,  and octagonal-ended p ro jec t ions ,  has l e d  many t o  s p e c u l a t e  t h a t  
Thomas J e f f e r s o n  was involved wi th  i t s  des ign  s i n c e  t h e s e  f e a t u r e s  a r e  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of  many of  ~ e f f e r s o n ' s  r e s i d e n t i a l  works, both  executed 
and unexecuted. This  specu la t ion  is  supported by t h e  a s s e r t i o n  o f  Anne 
Montgomery Barksdale ,Bol l ing ,  granddaughter of t h e  house 's  b u i l d e r ,  who 
h e r s e l f  was r a i s e d  a t  Mount Athos, t h a t  h e r  g randfa the r ,  William J. Lewis, 
was a  f r i e n d  of  J e f f e r s o n  and t h a t  Jef ferson  suppl ied  a  des ign  f o r  t h e  
family house. Although no connect ion wi th  J e f f e r s o n  has y e t  been docu- 
mented, it i s  not  unreasonable t o  assume e i t h e r  a  d i r e c t  o r  i n d i r e c t  in-  
f  luence . 
The Mount Athos p l a n t a t i o n  was o r i g i n a l l y  p a r t  of a  g r a n t  known as Buffalo 
Lick P l a n t a t i o n ,  pa tented  about 1740 by John Bol l ing ,  Jr., and included 
lands  on e i t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e  James River i n  what a r e  now Amherst and Camp- 
b e l l  Counties .  Upon Boiling's dea th  i n  1757, t h e  t r a c t  was i n h e r i t e d  by 
h i s  son Archibald who i n  1796 s o l d  it t o  W i l l i a m  J. Lewis f o r  2,200 pounds. 
Lewis completed t h e  s tone  p l a n t a t i o n  house around 1800 and renamed t h e  
p l ace  Mount Athos a f t e r  t h e  monastic peninsula  i n  Greece. Lewis served 
i n  t h e  s t a t e  l e g i s l a t u r e  and narrowly missed be ing  e l e c t e d  governor. He 
a l s o  served i n  t h e  Congressional s e s s i o n  of 1817-1819. 

I n  1822 Lewis s o l d  a l l  h i s  land o t h e r  than  t h a t  connected wi th  t h e  house 
and a m i l l  a t  t h e  bottom of t h e  mountain t o  Judge John Robertson of  Rich- 
mond, husband of Lewis 's  n iece .  The Robertsons i n h e r i t e d  t h e  remainder of1 
t h e  land  a t  Lewis 's  dea th  i n  1828. Judge Robertson made >fount Athos h i s  
res idence  u n t i l  h i s  dea th  i n  1873; h i s  widow as  we l l  a s  her  only l i v i n g  
son and h i s  family continued t o  r e s i d e  t h e r e  u n t i l  t h e  house burned i n  
1876. An a r t i c l c  appearing i n  t h e  Lynchburg Vi rg in i an  January 15, 
1876, descr ibed  the  f i r e :  

i 
The ca lami ty  occurred on Thursday n i g h t ,  and was t h e  r e s u l t  of an 
acc iden t .  The f i r e  caught i n  the  roof and spread so r a p i d l y  t h a t  
t h c  work of d e s t r u c t i o n  was soon completed. Besides t h e  f u r n i t u r e  
the  housc conta ined  a  g r e a t  many va luab le  pa in t ings  dnd a f i n e  

( see  con t inua t ion  shee t  +1) 1 
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l i b r a r y  . . It i s  sad  t o  see  an anc ien t  abode of s o  much r e f i n e -  
ment, e legance,  and h o s p i t a l i t y  thus  swept away. 

Although f i n a n c i a l  c ircumstances prevented t h e  Robertsons from rebu i ld ing  t h e  
house w i t h i n  t h e  w a l l s ,  members of  the  family continued t o  l i v e  on t h e  p l ace  
u n t i l  1892. I n  t h a t  year  it was s o l d  t o  Henry Logan whose h e i r s  s p l i t  t h e  
p l a n t a t i o n  i n t o  s e v e r a l  pa rce l s .  

Today, t h e  r u i n s  of  t h i s  a r c h i t e c t u r a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  dwelling p resen t  a  
romantic .and n o s t a l g i c  scene. E f f o r t s  a r e  underway by l o c a l  p re se rva t ion  
groups t o  secu re  t h e  proper ty  and s t a b i l i z e  t h e  wa l l s  a g a i n s t  f u r t h e r  
d e t e r i o r a t i o n .  
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"Destruct ion by F i r e  of  t h e  Late Judge Robertson 's  Residence," Lynchburg 
Daily Virgin ian ,  Lynchburg, Va., January 15, 1876. 

Dunn, William R . ,  "Mount Athos: Where His tory  and Progress  Uni te ,"  The 
I ron  Worker, Vol. 3 3 ,  No. 3 ,  Sumer  1969, pp. 22-23. - 

Wyndha~Robertson Papers,  Un ive r s i ty  of Chicago. 
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